Response t o the Dilemma of Form I was an early Arnold student, the result of his three non-Western survey courses. As an undergraduate senior I had taken classes in Eastern and all sorts of Western art, but I had never thought about or really even looked at the arts of Africa, the Americas, or Oceania. Arnold was electrifying. For me he showed how complex artworks could be, how they were both intellectual and visceral, dramatic and subtle. He made art's importance evident, and I appreciated that immensely. By then I had taken several studio courses, and I was nearly committed to graduate school in design. Arnold converted me.
elements in their social realities, this unity prompts a question worthy of further examination. Is it possible that the visual similarities in these masks are not just happenstance, but rather the result of a history we might begin to understand?
The masks are used across nearly 3,000 miles of West and Central Africa, covering a wide variety of ecologies, by members of eight language or culture affiliations who belong to some seventyeight ethnic groups (see Fig. 3 (Fig. 8) , and Senufo (Figs. 1, 9 ). But this is just the tip of a horizontal iceberg that involves groups unfamiliar to Westerners as well as many well-known groups whose horizontal masks remain a relatively wellkept secret.
The coastal Ijebu Yoruba are known for their horizontal masks (Drewal et al. 1989 :144-45), while the northern Yoruba are not. Yet Father Kevin Carroll documented a truly monumental version in the northern Yoruba town of Egosi, a highly stylized antelope almost 2.5 meters long (1966:64-69, 162, ill. 51). It was the Great Mask, Oluwa, of the Udi osan festival. Carroll noted that there were "a few other" similar masks in the area, although he considered the Oluwa mask to be rather unusual for the Yoruba. Farther north on the YorubaNupe border, Abu Nasara photographed a horizontal Egungun mask (Fig. 10) in 1987 from the Yoruba section of Share/Tsaragi (pers. com., 1990). It was out for a funeral and then joined the simultaneous festivities in progress for the installation of the Nupe Emir.1 As a Peace Corps volunteer in the early 1970s, Suzanne Blier observed a horizontal mask in the northern Yoruba town of Sabe, which danced in honor of citizens returning from pilgrimage to Mecca (pers. com., 1990).
A combination of photographs and oblique references suggests that horizontal masks have been used by the Fon (e.g., see Herskovits 1967, vol The Forms Most scholars would assume that if horizontal masks do constitute a category of artworks linked historically, form will have to signal something shared beyond itself, something functional, conceptual, or symbolic. Form alone will not provide an explanation. I must agree, and yet I will admit to being impressed with the forms of these masks, both in their variety and their consistency. I also think that even though some appear simple, most horizontal masks are highly abstract, complex images whose compositions may well harbor historical insights. Adams (1963:1, 5-7), following Fraser (1962:53), characterizes these masks as "three-part masks...a blunt, elongated mouth, a cranium and pointed shapes which extend back from the head." Sieber identifies three different core elements: a helmet form, a mouth or snout projecting forward from it, and an "eye" cut out where the mouth joins the helmet, through which the mask wearer sees. In some headdress forms (Jukun, for example), that "eye" is present but not functional ( Sieber, pers. com., 1990).
The several characteristics I associate with horizontal masks are both structural and impressionistic, arrived at from my own perceptions. Some may be largely unrecognized by mask makers or users, who very likely would identify others that I have not yet recognized. I never thought, for example, to ask about horizontality or tripartite composition in PHOTO: THE METROPOLITAN MUSEUM OF ART the 1970s when I showed Mande sculptors photographs of Komo masks. Their comments tended to focus on the fierceness of the mouth, the quantity of attachments that expressed occult power, and the overall ambiguity that made the mask an adequately "obscure" (dibi) and, by extension, dangerous device.
It would be extremely valuable to know the indigenous characteristics of diagnostic importance, the fruits of privileged local knowledge. At the same time, characteristics that I discern from my own privileged position as an outsider with an overview are potentially of equal value. Ultimately I may need to adjust the list of qualities, dropping some of my own and adding others, such as fierceness, if they prove to be widely considered important. Acknowledging the characteristics' authors (outsider or insider) will be critical, as will be weighing these attributes against contextual evidence. There are no simple formulas for converting such information into historical understanding. Nevertheless, helpful insights are likely to emerge.
For now I see five key characteristics. Fifth, these structures very often give the effect of a tripartite composition in which the components blend to form an image, while still retaining their separate identities. An excellent example of this effect is the Kulere mask in Figure  12 . That sense of the parts' independent existence is amplified by the fact that they are often rather straightforward, unadorned geometric forms (such as hemispheres and broad planes) connected with little superfluous articulation. It is largely this bare-bones tripartite aspect that establishes and characterizes the masks' extreme degree of abstraction. Indeed, like the Kutep mask in Figure 13 , some are composed so abstractly that they very nearly lose their sense of animal vitality altogether and become simply abstract.
PHOTO: ABU NASARA That abstraction can be appreciated better with reference to the things these masks suggest. People, snakes, antelopes, buffaloes, chameleons, elephants, hippopotami, crocodiles, hyenas, and birds have been identified as models for mask elements by informants from a broad spectrum of groups that use these masks. But generally these elements are combined so that the finished sculpture portrays no single creature, and often the resulting composite image appears to be important because that is a visual means to a conceptual end. Silverman was told in Ghana that these masks are composite images that portray supernatural power (pers. com., 1990). I was told in Mali that these masks look like horses but they portray secrecy and occult power; we cannot really know what they are. These statements seem consistent with the masks' appearance in most instances. Even the Idoma version illustrated here, with an obvious crocodile carved on top, still presents its own pronounced constellation of visually ambiguous elements (Fig. 14) .
Thus, while some scholars may feel these horizontal masks appear simple, I would argue that they are complex, sophisticated compositions. The nature of their abstraction from natural referents, and the imagination that had to have been employed in the process, makes them so, and therein lies a sizable portion of their accomplishment. This visual complexity and sophistication are also what initially made me wonder if the masks could share a complex, common history.
The least abstract masks are in northern Nigeria and Cameroon, where Chamba, Mama, and Grasslands examples are said to picture bush buffaloes. The Grasslands versions are relatively literal (Fig. 15) ; the Chamba and Mama versions somewhat less so. I think it would be stretching it, however, to say the Chamba and Mama masks' tripartite appearance is prefigured in the structure of the actual animals' heads.
Grasslands masks, on the other hand, are not particularly tripartite, and that, coupled with their relative realism, makes them the least conforming mem-PHOTO: TOBY HECHT bers of the horizontal grouping. That brings up an important point. My five characteristics do not all occur in every example of the mask. Some Dogon (Fig.  16) But to make a kind of sculpture their own, a group or assertive individuals within it might wish to drop mask horns, for example, or replace them with more abstract shapes that already occur in their artistic environment. Horns might well be fundamentally important to the masks of many groups, while still being superfluous for those of others. The history of a type of mask's transmission might therefore include the subtraction of certain characteristics, or the addition of others. That should not be surprising, however, when we consider African artists' proficiency at adaptation, a point I will return to later. Rather, it seems surprising that these five characteristics do cluster so consistently in the horizontal masks, and it is tempting to wonder if elements of history are not lodged in the inconsistencies. The problem, of course, is discovering a means of demonstrating that.
Though Cameroon buffalo masks are far less abstract than other horizontal masks, they are still helmet and horizontal in form, and some-like their cousins, Grasslands horizontal elephant masksare fairly abstract. Thus while they do not possess all five characteristics, they display enough of them to seem relevant to my study. And they seem much more closely aligned to their West African counterparts than to buffalo masks made 1,000 miles south in Zaire.
In 
Hypothesis and Problems
It is certainly possible that the vast range of horizontal masks is the result of independent invention. If, however, it is the result of complex, lengthy patterns of interaction between cultures, then gaining an understanding of that history and the motivations that explain it would be most valuable. I think a great many scholars are predisposed to consider interaction on so large a scale in Africa unlikely. But we must remember that history is a process involving a multitude of motivations, agents, and activities by which people may obtain objects, institutions, and points of view from other people hundreds or thousands of miles away without ever having encountered them directly. In that light the visual similarities in horizontal masks might indeed be seen as possible representations of complex historical developments involving different peoples at different times and including an elaborate assortment of social and spiritual dimensions.
It is possible to suggest a general hypothesis for the spread of these masks. Another problem involves the present view of research that frowns on analytical criteria devised by researchers instead of by the art makers and users. For example, how many Yoruba or Pende think in terms of "helmet masks" or "face masks"? Obviously I am treating horizontal masks as a category, and if I persist in this research I will want to establish local criteria for doing so. I will also have to distinguish between those criteria and my own, and provide a rationale whenever I use mine.
Contexts as Sources for Historical Explanations
If enough data point toward a linked history for horizontal masks, and if my hypothesis provides a serviceable general rationale, then we will need to find a specific set of social or artistic forces that can provide an explanation for that history. We might look for a pattern in the uses to which these masks have been put and the meanings their users have given them. But here too we face problems, the most obvious being the limited data that are available, especially for precolonial periods. Another difficulty emerges from the hypothesis itself. Since it asserts creativity and transformation in adaptation, we should expect a variety of meanings and uses. And, on the basis of my preliminary examination of the literature, that is exactly what we get. But how can we use that to illuminate or verify a shared history?
A very general survey of the institutions that employ these masks helps illuminate the problem.6 They are cults or initiation associations that serve their communities overtly and covertly as prominent agents of established religious beliefs and practices. They play important social, political, economic, and educational roles involving the reduction of social and spiritual friction, the transmission of values, and the enactment of punishments for those who violate them. These associations are frequently considered secret, and they harbor much special esoteric and practical information. But they may be joined by a huge proportion of the population-in some instances, for example, all adult men are by definition initiated. In several areas membership cuts across many special-interest groups, from family to professional categories and even ethnic affiliation. In other areas the cults are for specific extended families.
The functions of these cults also vary. Generally they include some combination of curing diseases, ending misfortune or protecting against it, helping insure a successful harvest, creating general well-being or success in specific activities, assisting with problems of human infertility, protecting against antisocial sorcery, assisting people under that kind of attack and punishing the attackers, carrying out divination, and protecting against the dangers of the wilderness (especially spirits). The cults accomplish these things through a combination of two sources of power: relationships with spiritual beings (such as ancestor spirits or wilderness spirits) and the supranatural energies that can be harnessed by experts in herbal science and ritual. Thus, the essence of the cults' social charter is that they use powers that the West calls supernatural to articulate the nature of the world from its occult underbelly.
The masks themselves perform at a great variety of cult events, which again vary from group to group. These events include the initiation of new association members, funerals of senior members or city leaders, agricultural ceremonies, chiefs' installations, and regularly scheduled association meetings during which horizontal masks may be involved in activities such as cleansing the town of malevolent spiritual forces or antisocial sorcerers, offering up prophylactic doses of occult energy, and performing soothsaying procedures. The masks may also be brought out of their special storage places and into either town or bush for regular ceremonies that imbue them with power-laden materials through acts of sacrifice. George Brooks observed that one Nalu variant of these masks is simply kept on a shrine at the edge of town, where it offers permanent protection (pers. com., 1988).
Frederick Lamp notes that while most Guinean horizontal masks that are illustrated (such as Fig. 23 ) are labeled Landuma, Baga versions also serve as shrine sculptures (1986:66).
Most horizontal masks are stored in secret and sometimes sacred places. Often the priest-leaders keep them hidden away in trunks in their bedrooms. Often, too, they are housed in specially constructed shrines within town boundaries, but they may also be stored in the sacred forests where many of these cults undertake much of their business.
In other words, the contexts in which horizontal masks function and the specific collections of powers and tasks attributed to them are similar in nature and in their considerable variation to the contexts and functions of many other mask and figure types in sub-Saharan Africa. We are not simply looking at an art form that accompanied the spread of a particular kind of institution, although in some instances, as I will show in another article, something along those lines happened. Nor do I yet know a special functional context or particular set of ideas that would make a horizontal mask more likely to be used than other kinds of artistic expression, although these could emerge with additional research. This is a particularly troublesome dilemma. 
Power in Form
In an essay to follow, I will survey enough literature to suggest that additional research is in order, because a preliminary glimpse of history shows that many of these masks are linked, and many more may well be. I want to conclude here, however, with another hypothesis, which applies to more than history but also pertains directly to my deliberations in this essay.
I became interested in the forms of these masks not simply for themselves, but for something I think people put in them. They are not passive, neutral, or insignificant. Because they are created frequently by artists of talent and intelligence, or because they are experienced frequently by viewers who are interested and capable of contemplation, many forms acquire a kind of power.
This power is not mystical or subliminal or unconscious-the mind writ elusively in objects. Nor does it spring from aesthetics in the narrow sense of formal judgment. Rather, it is a tangible, pliable quality generated from the way minds work (as we presently understand them), a kind of staying power that is manifest when a form captures the imagination of its makers or users. The best way to describe it is with reference to Nelson Goodman, the philosopher, and Thomas Kuhn, the historian of science.
Goodman has discussed at length the idea that there is no real world, but only realities that minds construct through symbolic processes (Goodman 
." (Todorov 1984:x).
In the same way, form once created becomes instantly connected to other forms and to discourse about it and them. The broader its exposure, the more extensive its connections. The greater its impact on people's experiences, the more pronounced and observable its history. That impact is the template of its power. The power becomes sizable when the form becomes established, a process we can liken to the history of scientific revolutions. Thomas Kuhn has shown that, in science, once a theory or collection of related theories (a perspective, or ideology) topples its predecessors, it acquires a sustaining power that causes it to endure until enough momentum builds up in new theories to start the process over again (Kuhn 1976). Like the forms (math) and ideas in physics, for example, the forms and ideas in art also accrue a kind of accepted presence that people invest in and become committed to. The history of art, no less than the history of science, suggests that this is true.7
In a sense this power in form is the form's memorableness, derived from the praxis of aesthetics as systems of thought in conjunction with the play of ideas as they join the experiences of people to the compositions of artworks. People perceive art according to their predilections, their personal histories, and their society's ideologies. Those perceptions become elements in the creation of future perceptions, and in the process forms are embraced or jettisoned, adjusted or refashioned, and transmitted to new conceptual as well as physical envirohments. Forms are not stable entities, because the nature of their existence exposes them to the constant imagination and creativity of people. But they are also not insipid. We can give them the weight and substance to pass recognizably into new environments.
Thus visual forms are part of a society's vaster, chaotic, but interconnected body of constructed realities, or representations in terminology popular today.8 Created and sent into that chaos, specific forms may be simply ignored, or they can become building blocks or catalysts. Their individual histories cannot readily be predicted by any theory. They can only be observed in action, and their histories to some degree reconstructed by a close examination of their specific situations. I use the word "power" to make a point about the practice of art history by Africanists. Form has rarely been considered in any way empowered, I think for two intertwined reasons: scholars have generally devalued aesthetics, and they have often claimed that local viewers in Africa do not exercise them.
In the late 1960s African art historians developed the point of view that Western art history's emphasis on formal analysis was of little use in a part of the world where the contexts of art had not yet been well studied.9 Furthermore, scholars asserted that art in Africa is used pragmatically, out in the trenches of the spirit worlds and sor-
TWO IGALA MASKS, ONE CALLED IKONYI ("BIG MOUTH"), IN THE FOREGROUND, AND THE OTHER HIS WIFE ODOMODO ("TOO BIG"). INYE, NORTHERN NIGERIA, MAY 1958.
cery, for example, and that users do not care how it looks. These positions have been modified and softened over the years, but they continue to influence our endeavors.
The term "aesthetics" can signal many things, from canons of taste and artistic skill to systems of critical contemplation that incorporate ideas from a broad spectrum of social processes. I think scholars have often construed aesthetics in the narrowest sense of formal judgments. In doing so we have split the personality of a potentially rich mental and social phenomenon, restricting its usefulness to us quite severely. 
